Keywords: assortative mating biparental care cichlid Eretmodus cyanostictus intrasexual competition mate choice mating preference monogamy size Size-assortative mating is one of the most common mating patterns in nature. Nevertheless, the underlying behavioural mechanisms have received little attention. Assortment is typically assumed to result from mate choice, which can be coupled with differences in competitive potential. We investigated the behavioural mechanisms underlying size-assortative mating in a monogamous, biparental goby cichlid, where mutual mate choice should be expected. We performed three field experiments with females and males of Eretmodus cyanostictus to test for the existence of mate preferences in general and with regard to size: (1) a sequential presentation of differently sized potential partners; (2) a removal of partners combined with surveillance until re-pairing with a new partner; and (3) the simultaneous release of new and original partners on the experimental territories. In the removal experiment, we found evidence for weak preferences for large partners relative to own size and to the original partner's size, but pairs were formed irrespective of these preferences. The ecological importance of being paired appears to reduce choosiness and to override mate preferences. Territory ownership was quickly decided by aggressive interactions between original and new partners, and in both sexes the larger contestant won and was immediately accepted as partner by the resident. Our results suggest that strong intrasexual competition can be a powerful promoter of size-assortative mating even in the absence of active mate choice. Ó
Size-assortative mating is one of the most common mating patterns in nature. Nevertheless, the underlying behavioural mechanisms have received little attention. Assortment is typically assumed to result from mate choice, which can be coupled with differences in competitive potential. We investigated the behavioural mechanisms underlying size-assortative mating in a monogamous, biparental goby cichlid, where mutual mate choice should be expected. We performed three field experiments with females and males of Eretmodus cyanostictus to test for the existence of mate preferences in general and with regard to size: (1) a sequential presentation of differently sized potential partners; (2) a removal of partners combined with surveillance until re-pairing with a new partner; and (3) the simultaneous release of new and original partners on the experimental territories. In the removal experiment, we found evidence for weak preferences for large partners relative to own size and to the original partner's size, but pairs were formed irrespective of these preferences. The ecological importance of being paired appears to reduce choosiness and to override mate preferences. Territory ownership was quickly decided by aggressive interactions between original and new partners, and in both sexes the larger contestant won and was immediately accepted as partner by the resident. Our results suggest that strong intrasexual competition can be a powerful promoter of size-assortative mating even in the absence of active mate choice. (Preston et al. 2005) . Surprisingly, the behavioural mechanisms leading to sizeassortative mating have been explored only rarely (Rowe & Arnqvist 1996) , which hampers our understanding of evolutionary mechanisms underlying this mating pattern. Most often sizeassortative mating is thought to result from mate choice for large size by one or both sexes (Crespi 1989; Harari et al. 1999) . A preference for large partners is often coupled with a size-dependent competitive potential allowing larger individuals to obtain the preferred partners by excluding smaller, physically inferior competitors (Crespi 1989; Olsson 1993; Harari et al. 1999) . Mating with large females is beneficial if these are more fecund (Roff 1992) or produce larger eggs (Kolm 2001), while females may benefit from mating with large males if the latter are less likely to be sperm limited (MacDiarmid & Butler 1999) , or better able to defend or provide resources for offspring (Gagliardi-Seeley & Itzkowitz 2006) or contribute 'good genes' for offspring (Riechert & Johns 2003) .
Alternatively, size-assortative mating may result from a choice of matching size, in which case small individuals should reject large potential partners even if these are willing to mate. 'Prudent' mate choice should evolve when mating with a large partner imposes costs on small individuals, which are not outweighed by sizerelated advantages (Hä rdling & Kokko 2005) . For example, mating with a larger partner may increase the risk of predation (Michiels et al. 2001) or of asymmetric exploitation (Vreys & Michiels 1997), or intrasexual competition may make it too costly for small, inferior individuals to strive for the best available option (Alatalo et al. 1992; Shine et al. 2001) .
In the study of size-assortative mating we must distinguish between mating preferences for a certain partner size and the process that actually produces the observed size assortment. Other factors influence mate choice besides preferences, such as the costs of choice, the availability of potential mates (Jennions & Petrie 1997) and, most importantly, intrasexual competition between potential partners and their complex interactions with mating preferences (reviewed in Wong & Candolin 2005) . Mechanisms that
